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"Leadership" is a commonly-encountered word.

Political orators

frequently express the need for it; businessmen stress to their managers
and employees how it should be exercised; and scholars write and theorize
about it.

"Opinion" is likewise a familiar concept.

We all have opinions

on different matters; and, in fact, opinions of the public are viewed as
the sustaining force of democracies, and opinions of the membership and/or
clientele define the missions, goals and objectives of organizations.
Public opinion defines the parameters within which leaders function in any
organization.

These opinions express the "desired," the "practical," and

the "acceptable" for the organization and its constituency.

Leaders spend

a great deal of time reacting to opinion; but they also devote a lot of
time and attention to the conscious shaping of opinion.
Before dealing with the interrelationships of leadership and opinion,
we need to define both concepts and explore basic principles of each.

Some Basic Premises About Leadership
There are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are
leadership theories, and there are almost as many theories of leadership as
there are behavioral and social scientists working in the field.
Essentially, though, leadership means power over other people, and power
over others enables a person to do things, to get things, to accomplish
feats that would be unattainable without the power vested in leadership
roles.

Leadership is formally defined as "interpersonal influence,
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exercised in a situation and directed, through the communication process,
toward the attainment of a specified goal or goals."
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Power over others

implies some measure of the latter's consent, or at least some willing
compliance for which the leader and his organization must pay a price.
Because leadership connotes a relationship between persons, there can be no
leader where there are no followers.

The natural habitat for the leader,

therefore, is the group or organization.
largest of our social organizations.

It can also be government, the

Leaders in this context can be

government officials or can represent constituencies trying to influence
public policy.
There are certain terms incorporated in our formal definition of
leadership that must be defined.
is influence.

First of all, the essence of leadership

Influence refers to the ability of a person to produce an

effect on the part of another person without apparent force or direct
authority to physically coerce or compel that effect.

Sometimes, a person

may seek to influence another in a given situation and fail.
mean that the former has not exercised leadership?

Does this

Certainly not.

Were we

to accept this notion of leadership--namely, that influence exercised must
succeed--then we would have to devise a different concept to label
unsuccessful influence attempts.

It is better to define leadership in

terms of attempts to exert influence and then assess the effectiveness of
leadership separately.

In our view, then, a person in a position of power

and influence is still a leader despite the fact that in some cases he is
incapable of successful influence.
In defining leadership, we have equated influence with power, or so it
would appear.

Actually, there are differences between these concepts.

Power is the potential for influence and thus leadership.

Still, a person
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may possess considerable power in relation to others, but nevertheless be
unable to exercise that power in such a way as to influence others and
therefore lead.
Leadership is exercised in situations.
the context of influence and its exertion.

The t erm "situation" refers to
Elements of situations include:

1.

physical setting;

2.

formal and informal group structures;

3.

cultural elements, social norms, role prescriptions,
attitudes of group members; and,

4.

goals, including personal goals of leaders and followers
as well as group goals.

Individuals may influence the behavior of others through any one or all of
these situational elements.
Communication is the process through which l eaders function.
transmit messages regarding goals, expected leve l s of performance

They
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followers, their perceptions of particular situa t ions, and actions that
they believe are necessary in these situations.

It is also through the

communications process that leaders become informed of their followers'
preferences, attitudes, and expectations.
Finally, leadership is goal-oriented.

The goals toward which a leader

exerts influence may be organizational goals, group goals, personal goals
of members or constituencies, or the leader's personal goals.

These goals,

by their nature, may reflect self-interest, altruism, or a mix of the two.
Most goals of organizations and therefore leaders are both self-interested
and altruistic goals.

How Does One Become a Le ader?
How does one become a leader?

Perhaps the simplest way is to find
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some followers.
leadership.

But, in reality, there is no such simple prescription for

The best we can do here is to summarize some major findings

concerning, first, attitudes of leaders.
Studies have shown that leaders exceed followers in terms of:
1.

capacity: intelligence, alertness, verbal facility,
originality, and judgment;

2.

achievement: scholarship, knowledge, athletic accomplish
ments, and recognition for achievement;

3.

responsibility: dependability, initiative, persistence,
aggressiveness, self-confidence, and desire to excel;

4.

participation: activity, sociability, cooperation,
adaptability, and sense of humor;

5.

status:

6.

understanding of situations: task requirements, skills
needed, interests of followers, goals to be achieved, and
other elements of the physical setting; and,

7.

sensitivity to the needs and desires of others.

socioeconomic position and popularity;

Cultivating these traits, however, is no assurance of success as a leader.
As one prominent psychologist has concluded:
A person does not become a leader by virtue of the possession
of some combination of traits, but the pattern of personal
characteristics of the leader must bear some relevant rela
tionship to the characteristics, activities, and goals of
the followers. Thus, leadership must be conceived in terms
of the interacting of variables which are in constant flux
and change. • • • 2 (Emphasis added)
Several researchers have attempted to predict leadership potential by
assessing individuals through various kinds of personality tests. 3

These

studies are particularly relevant to predicting leadership potential in
small-scale organizations.
To sum up, certain personality traits appear to be necessary for
successful leadership, but they are not sufficient in themselves for
success.

Successful leadership involves not only possessing leadership
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traits but also having situations in which those traits can be successfully
used.
What elements in situations enable persons to emerge as leaders?
Again, it is not possible here to list and discuss all elements of
importance.

The following, however, are some of our more important

findings to date:
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1.

Those persons in formal positions of authority with access
to vital, scarce resources are most likely to successfully
exert influence.

2.

Those persons in an organization who are at the hub of the
communications net--i.e., those through whom the bulk of
communications must pass--are "ideally" located for
assuming leadership roles.

3.

Seating arrangements in largely-unstructured group meetings
determine leadership potential. For example, those seated
at the head of a conference table are most visible and are
physically located so that they can get the attention of
the remainder of the group and take "the lead" in group
discussions.

4.

Regardless of their substantive contributions to the group,
those who speak most often tend to be viewed as the leaders
in particular settings.

5.

Those who more closely mirror the sentiments and attitudes
of others in the group have an advantage in group assemblies
and group discussions to the extent that they speak early
and identify themselves articulately as representative of
the larger group's feelings on issues being considered.

One very important point to keep in mind is that a person's formal
position of authority is no guarantee that that person is--or will
become--a leader.

We need only look at the American presidency to see how

those outside--but near--the positions of ultimate authority in an
organization can preempt the actions of the person in formal control of
decision making.

Moreover, those with strong personalities may have

considerable influence with those above them and thus be able to "lead"
their superiors to decisions that they (the subordinate parties) prefer.
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Others become board chairmen of large corporations by virtue of owning
large blocks of stock in those corporations, not because they have great
leadership potential.

Still others are elected or appointed to high public

office even though they lack understanding of what leadership involves and
how to perform even the most basic, routine administrative duties of their
offices.
In short, who becomes a leader?

We can offer two main conclusions:

(1) those who are superior to others in a group or organization in terms of
abilities, skills, control over group resources, and sensitivity to group
needs and preferences; and, (2) those who, by virtue of personality or
particular roles in a group, are more visible than the other group members.

Opinion-Formation:

The "Art" of Leadership

There is another leadership trait which is essential to good
leadership.

This is sensitivity to the opinions of followers.

Sensitivity

to opinions cannot be learned; it is an innate ability, a talent, or a
sixth sense, if you will.
James Bryce once wrote that public opinion "stands out, in the United
States, as the great source of power, the master of servants who tremble
before it."
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We need only examine a few events from recent history to see

how accurate this observation is.

In 1968, the deepening involvement of

the United States in Southeast Asia and the subsequent reversal of public
attitudes toward our conduct of the Vietnam war forced President Johnson to
retire from politics.

His successor, Richard Nixon, was deeply entangled

in the Watergate scandal, became the subject of an impeachment
investigation, and ultimately was forced to resign the presidency under the
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threat of imminent removal and increasing popular suspicion that he had
abused presidential powers.
Opinions of the constituency that can designate and remove individuals
from formal leadership positions may be "the master of servants who tremble
before it"; it may be the great source of power.

But to the extent that

individuals seek this power, mass opinion becomes a situational factor of
great importance, and one that can be used constructively by leaders and
those aspiring to leadership and power.
In Figure 1, we show the process by which opinions are formed and the
way they impinge on the policy-making processes in government.

This

process also applies to smaller scale organizations of many kinds.

The

conventional way of viewing the impact of mass opinion on government is
illustrated in steps 1 through 7, in sequence.

It is often the case,

however, that government leaders pre-empt opinions by acting in advance of
submission of these opinions to them.

In such cases, pre-emptive action is

based on a fairly easy-to-read public feeling on an issue.
occurs in steps 3, 5, 6, and 7, in sequence.

This process

Since government has a

virtual monopoly on certain kinds of information, it is also possible for
governmental and other leaders to shape the attitudes, beliefs, and values
of their constituencies and to modify opinions or preferences by selective
presentation of facts, outright distortion of some facts, and even
deliberate misrepresentations.
It is easy to see how public officials, prominent business and
industrial leaders and others--but especially our public officials--are
able to shape mass opinions when we recognize that only about 10-25 percent
of the American people are inclined to gather information on public issues,
express their opinions on these issues, and try to affect the making of
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Figure 1

MODEL OF THE OPINION-POLICY RELATIONSHIP
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public policies in regard to these issues.

Of these 10-25 percent, only a

small fraction actually influence opinions of those persons around them.
Moreover, less that 25 percent of all American adults belong to interest
groups; fewer are really active in these groups.

And less than 50 percent

of all those qualified actually voted in the last presidential election.
Similar statements can be made about stockholders'participation in
corporate meetings, membership participation in organizational business
meetings, and other kinds of feedback from the broad constituency base to
the narrow leadership corps.
In Figure 2, we divide the constituency into two major categories:
the attentive public and the inattentive public.
pyramid depicted here, we show the opinion-makers.
really influence decision-making.
a particular organization.

At the apex of the
It is these persons who

They are the elites of our society or of

Opinion-makers are those "who occupy positions

which enable them to regularly transmit opinions about any single issue to
unknown persons outside of their occupational fields or about more than one
class of issues to unknown professional colleagues. 116

This definition is

purposefully restrictive and would include publi c officials, newspaper
editors, television commentators, and those in the forefront of advances in
their respective professional fields (fashion, the arts and sciences, and
the like).

In short, these persons are highly v i sible, highly respected,

and occupy positions that allow them to redefine our values, to reshape
learned beliefs, and to alter our preferences for policies and goals.
The remainder of the attentive public are opinion-holders.

These are

persons who are quite informed and active but who, on a given issue or in
general, cannot circulate opinions to those with whom they are not
acquainted.

They may disseminate opinions on a face-to-face basis, but
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Figure 2
Distribution of Opinion in American Society
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they have no access to the impersonal channels of the opinion circulatory
process.

Figure 2, of course, can be applied to analyze various subsystems

within our larger society (universities, industries, and other
organizations), whose members are more committed to higher levels of
interest and participation by the very nature of the purposes and goals of ·
these organizations.
Since so few people in our society take an interest in public affairs
or even bother to find out what is going on in government (or particular
social organizations to which they belong), what is the role of these
unexpressed opinions?
to their publics?

Do public opinions really matter?

Do leaders listen

Do the opinions expressed by the public really alter

policies, strategies, or programs?
If the ideal of popular sovereignty is to survive, then we must
convince ourselves that public opinion does matter, that leaders do listen
and listen intently to what we try to say to them, and that they do respond
to the "popular will."
made by leaders:

This is the only way we can legitimize decisions

we must view them as a reflection of what the people want

and prefer, if the guiding principle of majority rule is to have any
validity.

Otherwise, we must admit that we invest our leaders with full

power and discretion to decide issues for us as they alone see fit, or at
least partially so.
Actually, most opinion, whether in government or other organizations,
can be regarded as permissive.

That is, opinions on most issues are not

intensely felt or articulated.

Leaders can select their own courses of

action and be assured that their actions will not meet with any noticeable
or intense opposition.
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Sometimes, opinion on issues reflects a supportive consensus.
example, government enacts a law or adopts a new policy.

For

It is usually

supported by the American public, even though it meets strong opposition
prior to passage.
and 1965.

Examples of such laws are the Civil Rights Act of 1964

Of course, opinions are sometimes so intense on particular

issues that they literally.force specific actions from leaders.
opinions are directive in nature.

Such

This consensus of opinion was reflected

in the decision by President Reagan to impose limited sanctions on South
Africa in 1986.
Suppose that we could change all of this.

Suppose that, instead of

relying on a select few to articulate the opinions of the whole, we could
provide the president of the United States, or anyone else in a designated
leadership role, a computer printout each morning of popular sentiments on
issues that would have to be decided during the next 24 hours.

Assume,

next, that this leader tailored his decisions to this computerized
intelligence.

Would this be good or bad?

be good; others would argue the opposite.
government by the people?

Some would argue that it would
Is not democracy, after all,

If the leader knows what the people are

thinking, will his (or her) decisions not be more satisfactory?

On the

other hand, do we not elect an individual to lead rather than follow the
capricious winds of popular opinion?
can be "wrong"?

Is it not possible that the majority

After all, if we are not satisfied with a leader's

performance, we can vote him out of office.
So much for speculation.

In the final analysis, as the late Walter

Lippman has stated:
The people can elect the government. They can remove it.
They can approve or disapprove its performance. But they
cannot administer the government. They cannot themselves
perform• • • • A mass cannot govern. 7
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Mass opinion in a democratic organization, then, must be viewed as a broad,
but flexible framework for policy-making, a framework within which leaders
function under obvious constraints.

These constraints, however, can be

lessened by those leaders who understand both the function and limits of
mass opinion.
It follows from what we know of leadership and mass opinion formation
that the effective leader is one who (1) can sense the public mood as
decisions arise; (2) bring to bear extraordinary skills and abilities to
analyze situations; (3) articulate a rationale for decisions clearly and
forcefully so as to convince the public to support those decisions as the
best possible choices; and (4) maintain popular support for these actions
after the fact.

Gearing leadership to suit the needs, expressed, and

unexpressed interests of one's constituency, while maintaining a dynamic
flexibility in decision-making, requires a great deal of leaders.

It

becomes an art and one difficult to simply learn.

The Challenge of Leadership:

Some Concluding Thoughts

In the context of this discussion, we have not attempted to offer a
comprehensive theory of leadership or to examine alternative leadership
styles.

Neither have we touched upon one of the most vital aspects of

leadership:

criteria by which its effectiveness can be assessed.

We have

merely touched upon points which deserve further, in-depth attention by the
· serious student of leadership and the critical linkage of leaders to the
masses through the process of opinion making.
In conclusion, however, there are some important points to be
considered by those who would offer their talents, time, and desires in
leadership roles.
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First of all, because leadership carries with it such immense
responsibility, there is no place here for leadership motivated by narrow
self-interest.

Lust for power, greed, avarice, and for purely personal

achievement on the part of our leaders will quickly lead any organization
into crisis.

In choosing leaders for the future, we must select those who

espouse realistic goals as well as idealistic goals, many of which both
they and we know cannot be attained.

In view of the massive

inattentiveness on the part of most followers, leaders must impose upon
themselves a strict code of moral, ethical behavior and demonstrate through
their actions a genuine benevolence for their publics.

Moreover, leaders

must take responsibility for their actions--responsibility for failures as
well as successes.
Secondly, in this day and time, we need bold leadership; we need
leaders who are capable and unafraid to show initiative and provide
innovative approaches to solving old, lingering problems.
Finally, leaders must steer a mid-course between two extremes, one
being total disregard of constituent opinion and the other being total
subjection to it.

Leaders who disregard the opinions of followers,

threaten the concept of democratic rule.

Those who subject themselves to

it risk indecisiveness, which is an equally grave threat to the survival of
an organization or a nation.

According to V. O. Key, the greatest danger

we face from leaders in the public sector (equally pertinent to private
organizations) is not failure, but self-interest and lack of
responsibility.

He writes:

Mass opinion is not self-generating; in the main, it is a
response to the cues, the proposals, and the visions prop
agated by the political activists • • • • If this conception
of the formation of opinion has validity democracies decay,
if they do, not because of the cupidity of the masses, but
because of the stupidity and self-seeking of leadership
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echelons. Politicians often make of the public a scapegoat
for their own shortcomings; their actions, they say, are a
necessity for survival given the state of public opinion.
Yet that opinion itself results from the preachings of the
influentials, of this generation and of several past genera
tions.8
From this proposition, Key concludes that:
(If) they (the masses) are corrupt, they have been corrupted.
If this hypothesis has a substantial strain of validity, the
critical element for the health of a democratic order con
sists in the beliefs, standards, and competence of those who
constitute the influentials, the opinion-leaders, the political
activists in the order. That group • • • refuses to define
itself with great clarity in the American system; yet analysis
after analysis points to its existence. If a democracy tends
toward indecision, decay, and disaster, the responsibility
rests here, not in the mass of the people. 9
This state of affairs, says Key, "should be pondered well by those young
[people] in whose education the Republic has invested considerable sums. 1110
Whether a leader is directing the affairs and programs of a school
district, a charitable organization, an educational institution, or a
government, the leadership role shares the same characteristics, the same
demands and the same responsibilities to listen, to teach, to lead, and to
follow.

These qualities of leadership must be cultivated, recognized, and

enhanced if democratic institutions in the public sector and the private
non-profit sector are to survive and flourish.
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